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Abstract

House Crows Corvus splendens are one of the world’s most invasive
bird species. It is originally from southern Asia but currently invading
parts of South Africa including Durban in the KwaZulu-Natal Province.
Its distribution across Durban has been studied to better understand
and control the species population within the eThekwini Municipality.
House Crow surveys are conducted monthly by eThekwini Municipali-
ty’s Natural Resources Division officials in collaboration with South
African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI) by driving and walking
along the roads and recording every bird sighting. During surveys,
roosting sites have been discovered in the central parts of the city
where House Crows are most active due to the availability of foraging
sites and preferred habitat for their survival The Common Myna
Acridotheres tristis is an adaptable invasive passerine which is
closely associated with human environments.
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Introduction

eThekwini Municipality (Durban) located in KwaZulu-Natal Province,
South Africa, is one of the busiest port cities in the sub-Saharan
Africa (Larnyoh 2020, Lloyd 2020). The municipal area is 2,297 km?
and had a human population of c. 4.24 million in 2022 (eThekwini IDP
2024/2025). The municipality includes the City of Durban, surround-
ing towns and various tribal lands. It is also divided into four functional
Municipal Planning Regions (MPR): Central, North, South and Outer
West. The Central Region is the major economic hub with the port,
the South is known for its coastal tourism and large residential popu-
lation, the North includes industries and residential areas, and the
Outer West is significant for its environmental management.

House Crow is reported to be one of the world’s most invasive bird
species occurring in c. 41 countries in the world. It is considered
invasive 36 countries (GISD 2007). In South Africa, it is listed as
Category 1a invasive species in terms of the National Environmental
Management: Biodiversity Act 10 of 2004 — Alien and Invasive
Species (AIS) Regulations. In terms of these regulations, species
listed under Category 1a must be combatted and eradicated. House
Crows mainly invade urban, semiurban or industrial areas benefiting
from food scraps or refuse (Lim et al. 2003) and prefer staying in an
area for their whole lives. Major disturbances such as population
control could force them to move onto new areas or change roost
sites (GISD 2007).

In general, crows choose their roosts near food resources to minimise
flight costs (Vyas 1996). They prefer roosts with tall trees and dense
canopy encompass with tall buildings, not far from their feeding
grounds (Peh & Sodhi 2002, Mashao and Mhlongo, pers. obs). Also,
they prefer roosts in areas with human activities and settlements. In
urban areas they roost in less vegetated busy city centres (Peh &
Sodhi 2002). Selection of sites as roost depends on various factors
including reduction of wind velocity, prevention of heat loss by dense
canopies (Walsberg 1986), protection from ground predators by tall
trees/buildings and easy access to food from several anthropogenic
opportunities (Shabanam et al. 2017).

According to Behrouzi-Rad (2013), c. 49% of the House Crow popula-
tion on Kharg Island, Iran, roosts at a single site, a guest house
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planted with Eucalyptus and Ficus bengalensis trees. In Singapore,
they roost communally at various sites within the city (Behrouz
Behrouzi-rad 2013, Peh & Sodhi 2002). In Machilipatnam, Andhra
Pradesh, Inida, they often share communal roosts with the Large-
billed Crow Corvus macrorhynchos, though they tend to arrive at the
roost site later than the larger species (Mahesh & Suseela 2021).
Their arrival times at the roost are significantly correlated with sunset
and light intensity (Peh & Sodhi 2002).

In Durban only a single House Crow roost is known. The current
assumption is that the entire population roosts at this one site. This
study reports on this known roost and the possibility of it being the
only one in the municipality.

Observation

Since August 2019, a group of about four observers has been
conducting monthly surveys of House Crow within the eThekwini
Municipality. Surveys were conducted by driving slowly along road
networks, or by walking along roads searching for House Crows.
Once House Crow/s are sighted the following information was record-
ed: time, date, location, number of birds, behaviour and any other
relevant observations were noted. Outside planned surveys, ad hoc
observations were also made. From the compiled monthly survey da-
ta, a House Crow distribution map was generated, feeding and breed-
ing sites were recorded as well as activities and different
behaviors (Figure 1). The most uncommon observation was the roost
site. Only a single House Crow roost was recorded throughout the
city of Durban. Although the roost site changed after few years, there
was only one roost site during the period that the team has been
making observations, 2019-2026.

An extensive search for the roost sites began in 2020 when it became
evident that counting House Crows at roost sites provided the best
estimates of population size. Up to that time, the West Street
Cemetery (29°51°34.87”S, 31°00°53.20"E) was the only known roost
site. West Street Cemetery was then monitored and used for popula-
tion size estimation for birds in Durban. During that period, the
population size was estimated to vary between 400 and 600 birds.

During 2023, House Crows stopped roosting at West Street Ceme-
tery. A search for a new roost site was undertaken on 4 October 2023
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and revealed that the birds had moved to a new roosting site (c. 2 km
distant) at The Workshop, Durban Central (29°51°21.04"S,
31°01°27.55”E). The move to the new site was suspected to be due to
the control method (shooting) done after sunset once they have
settled (Figure 2).

Because it did not seem reasonable that House Crows would only
roost at a single location within the municipality, other areas were
also surveyed for roosts in the South Region of Durban, none were
found. In July 2024, the team was informed about a potential House
Crow roost site in the area of the Bluff (c, 14 km south of Durban
Central). The area was surveyed on 8 August 2024 and no roost site
was observed (Figure 3).

On 3 April 2025, The Workshop was revisited as part of the site
monitoring and the team confirmed that House Crows were roosting
on three Vachellia xanthophloea about 4 m apart but forming one
canopy.

KwaZulu-Natal

Legend

Figure 1: Map showing House Crow distribution within eThekwini
Municipality, two roosting sites (one currently active) at The Workshop and
one possible site in the BIuff.
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Figure 2: Durban West Street Cemetery House Crow roost site, pic-
ture showing House Crows flying around.

Figure 3: The Workshop House Crow roost site, picture showing
House Crows arriving on site.
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Conclusion

With the surveillance team’s dedication and effort, consistent data
collection continues to reveal interesting information about House
Crows in eThekwini Municipality. If indeed there is indeed only a sin-
gle roost site within the city, this study shows that the distance House
Crows travel daily to the roost site in the evening and back to the
feeding site the next morning. This would be a distance of c. 18 km
for birds in the Prospecton (30°00°12”S, 30°55'49”E) area in the
South and c. 15 km for birds from Umhlanga (29°43'26”"S, 31°
04’06”E) in the North.
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Biodiversity Observations

The scope of Biodiversity Observations includes papers describing
observations about biodiversity in general, including animals,
plants, algae and fungi. This includes observations of behaviour,
breeding and flowering patterns, distributions and range extensions,
foraging, food, movement, measurements, habitat and colouration/
plumage variations. Biotic interactions such as pollination, fruit dis-
persal, herbivory and predation fall within the scope, as well as the
use of indigenous and exotic species by humans. Observations of
naturalized plants and animals will also be considered. Biodiversity
Observations will also publish a variety of other interesting or rele-
vant biodiversity material: reports of projects and conferences, an-
notated checklists for a site or region, specialist bibliographies,
book reviews and any other appropriate material. Further details
and guidelines to authors are on the journal website
(https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BOY/).
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